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Exemplar: Outline your preferred approach (qualitative/quantitative/mixed methods) to this enquiry by focusing on ONE of your research questions. Plan an appropriate data collection process and associated analysis of the data, reflecting on its strengths and limitations. Critically reflect upon the ethical issues surrounding the research process.

Research question 3 - How do experiences of environmental accessibility influence physically disabled students’ decisions about pursuing higher education in England?
Introduction:
This assignment seeks to explain and justify the use of specific methodological choices made while theoretically investigating the research question. The ethical implications will also be considered and analysed, with specific emphasis given to the role of the researcher, impact on participants, and the overarching subject matter of disability. 
To understand the research question proposed, it is important to briefly review its epistemology, axiology, and ontology. The approach preferred for the question is a mixed methods, pragmatic methodology to ensure a combination of quantitative and qualitative data collection. Pragmatism as a paradigm, by nature, flows between defined ontology and epistemology due to its flexibility of knowledge formation(Kaushik and Walsh, 2019; Gillespie, 2024). As opposed to the discrete categories of positivism and interpretivism, pragmatism accepts knowledge as formed on experience; but allows for the formation of knowledge from the experience of understanding one truth (Kaushik and Walsh, 2019). Although convoluted, pragmatism essentially centres itself on the importance of multiple perspectives, to include those perspectives that have one truth. A pragmatic approach allows the shedding of traditional research paradigms, and much like the quantitative and qualitative approaches discussed previously, can link to quantum mechanics and social perceptions simultaneously, becoming a veritable Schrödinger’s Cat of research paradigms (Bitbol, 2010; Elgeddawy and Abouraia, 2024).
The justification for choosing a pragmatic approach for this specific question lies in the emphasis on lived experience of disabled students alongside the more generalised line of questioning related to the choices made at the transition point into higher education. Mixed methods allows for the question to be addressed through two different lenses: the individual experience and the larger pool of data that allows for the contextualisation of the experience (King, 2022; Foster, 2024). The other predominant reason for choosing a pragmatic paradigm for this question is the application of the research into a real-world education setting, which is important for the impact value of the project (King, 2022). Especially as a researcher and teacher, this approach has the potential to highlight areas of practice at every level that could be improved, or in fact that are having a positive impact. 

Data collection: 
The first area of data collection to consider is the need to strictly define the research constraints, particularly concerning the use of the words physically disabled. Using focus groups to define terms within education research is not a novel idea, and are frequently used when specifically working within disability research (Douglas, Windsor and Wollin, 2008; Bacter et al., 2025). Although not unique in the world of disability nor education research, the use of focus groups to define terms within special education research is a current gap in the field particularly when considering further discretion for physical disability. Some of the only examples within literature the use a similar methodology are outdated or non-related demographics, such as the elderly. 
Research using focus groups involving disabled students have often taken an approach of researching the students themselves, not involving their experience in the data generation portion. This is discussed in depth by the literature review conducted by Young and Clerke (2024), whereby the literature is seen to tend toward ableist language and methodology through unintentionally excluding disabled students from data generation. To try to combat this, the nominal group technique (NGT) will be employed to facilitate individual contributions before approaching a consensus decision (Gaskin, 2003). NGT has been used successfully, especially when considering people identifying as having multiple disabilities (Olsen, 2019).  According to advice from the UK governing body for health research, semi structured questions within a focus group setting allows for disabled participants to more fully engage with primary data collection that they otherwise would have been excluded from (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). 
The focus groups in this research would also be used as a way to isolate participants’ stories that may be feasible to use for a case study. In education, case studies are often used as a way to engage students and to help them make meaning from otherwise abstract ideas (Toogood, 2025). The same seems to be true when considering educational research, where case studies are used as a tool to make sense of complex experiences of participants, both by the researcher and even the participant themselves (Wilcock et al., 2025). 
Secondary data collection will be an important step for this study to provide a well-rounded investigation and analysis. It has been discussed in literature that researchers benefit from conducting mixed methods data collection, specifically when splitting the research into the discrete categories of primary and secondary collection (Siddiqui, 2019; Kelly, Martin-Peters and Strohm Farber, 2024). Secondary data collection will focus on the quantitative side of the research, where the intention is to gather and analyse statistics on higher education choices made by disabled students. It is crucial when investigating disability that the data being gathered relates to the specific disability being investigated. Regarding physical disability, there is a hurdle in literature whereby disabilities are often grouped together rather than detailed characteristics (Abualghaib et al., 2019; Disabled Students UK and Snowdon Trust, 2023). Although literature reviews would be helpful regarding this project, it may also be valuable to dive deeper into archival research to examine patterns, for example with gender discrepancies, as well as understand how the recording of data has changed due the acceptance of disability over time (Saloniki, Lammons and Markham, 2025). 

Recruitment and Sampling
A key area of the data collection to understand is the recruitment and sampling processes used. There are several ways to recruit participants for research, and the role of the researcher can vary depending on the approach chosen. Initially this question will rely on the identity of students preparing for the transition to higher education, and thus will almost certainly mean approaching secondary and further education sites to garner an audience. Schools would offer a diverse pool of participants in theory, and are more likely to collaborate if the researcher is forthcoming with a partnership, particularly tying into reputation in a final, published manuscript (Bartlett et al., 2017). Another area to consider is to recruit from other organisations that work with young people, such as community groups, home education groups, and youth clubs that may offer differing experiences from those in mainstream education (Bartlett et al., 2017). Further to this, recruitment can also be conducted via polling for interest, for example through online platforms in education spaces which can broaden the research to otherwise inaccessible geographical areas, an important consideration for disability themed research (Cyr, Childs and Elgie, 2013). Ultimately, this question is concerned with the experience of physically disabled students, and so the prominent groups needed for recruitment are students in late secondary education who identify as physically disabled. The control group, students who do not identify as physically disabled, will be addressed in the quantitative side of the research. There are links between recruitment and ethical implications which will be discussed further in this assignment. 
The sampling strategy that would be appropriate for this study would be non-probabilistic, meaning that the recruitment of the sample would be based on set criteria and not randomised (Samuel and Merkebu, 2025). This is a key sampling process for this study as the results rely on the identification of physical disability in the population, and purposive sampling allows for the researcher to proactively sift through applications of interest to admit the best fit participants for the study aims (Samuel and Merkebu, 2025). A subset of the non-probabilistic, purposive sampling that may be relevant to this research question is the practice of snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is the process by which participants within the study refer further participants that are known to them that may align with the aims of the study (Parker, Scott and Geddes, 2019; Samuel and Merkebu, 2025). This sampling technique could be beneficial for the niche subject of this research question, as it would allow for networking between the researcher other disabled students that may not otherwise have participated in the study. Research concerning physically disabled adolescents’ education choices is a under researched area, but there has been steady interest shown in further and higher education to investigate this decision making (Evans, 2025). By using the snowball method, it may allow for institutions to also be involved that the researcher may not have otherwise been able to recruit or even known about to recruit.

Data Analysis 
Following the collection of data, conclusions can not be drawn about any findings until the data has been properly analysed and described. Due to the nature of mixed methods research incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data, there will be two phases to the analysis dependent on the collection method. 
For the qualitative side of the research, there are two possible routes for data analysis that would yield discussion for the question asked. The first analysis technique that could be used is thematic analysis, a method used regularly within social and education research (Kushnir, 2025). Thematic analysis has become a cornerstone of education research following the framework published by Braun and Clarke (2006) that succinctly established a routine that researchers could use on a wide array of qualitative data collected through interviews, focus groups, and case studies, which are all useful elements of this study. A key part of this framework is the researcher familiarising themselves with the data, often known as letting the data sit with the researcher to get initial ideas of how to theme the data for further in the analysis process (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Kushnir, 2025). This specific step in the process is revisited by Braun and Clarke (2022) in more recent years, where they describe the first step of this process as integral for the researcher to understand the circumstances of the experiences being shared before the data becomes familiar themes. After the initial familiarisation, researchers can then begin to initially code and organise data, which naturally progresses into refining the themes over time as the researcher can continually deduce different patterns emerging (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 
Thematic analysis, particularly adherence to Braun and Clarke’s framework ((2006), is a strong, robust analysis technique. A strength of this approach is the flexibility it allows the researcher the opportunity to properly digest the data collected before making concrete decisions (Braun and Clarke, 2022). This flexibility is also related to the accountability of the researcher during the analysis process, whereby the researcher keeps an auditable trail of decision making throughout the entire analysis (Lowell et al., 2017). As long as the researcher has documented their decision making, there is flexibility to reflect and react to data in real time during the analysis stage, which allows for the researcher to account for unforeseen developments in coding and theming (Lowell et al., 2017; Kushnir, 2025). The practice of keeping an audit trail also increases the reliability and trustworthiness of the study overall, as well as the reputation of the researcher and university (Lowell et al., 2017). Finally, flexibility also relates to the volume of data that can be analysed using thematic analysis. Often times, qualitative data produces rich, large pools of data from individual experiences, and therefore analysing can be a Herculean task. The flexibility within thematic analysis allows for this, in particular due to the ability of the researcher to refine themes later in the process (Kushnir, 2025). Although time constraints can be a weakness within thematic analysis (Polat, 2025), the large volume of data that can be analysed by a researcher is certainly a strength when considering thematic analysis. 
A major limitation related to possible ethical implications when using thematic analysis is the subjectivity of the researcher in the position of choosing the coding and then the overall themes represented in the data (Finlay, 2021). Should the researcher fail to acknowledge their own position in the study, there would be severe implications in how the data is accepted within the research community, and would largely be seen as invalid conclusions, as well as the ethical problem of using data whilst failing to acknowledge it could have been, albeit probably unintentionally, manipulated to suit the researcher’s experience (Råheim et al., 2016; Finlay, 2021; Polat, 2025). In saying that, even when the researcher acknowledges their position within the study, the subjectivity of the coding and theming process means the introduction of researcher bias, which can impact the conclusions drawn (Råheim et al., 2016).
Although thematic analysis can be used with quantitative, numerical data, for the purposes of this theoretical study, an investigation into various types of statistical analysis was carried out to determine how the data could be managed. The type of data that would be gathered in the quantitative section of this study is secondary descriptive statistics, due to the nature of the data intended to be used not providing any background information on decision making of the participants nor the statistical testing between categories, as would be expected in inferential statistics (Steedle, 2017). The analysis therefore focuses less on categories, and more so on the frequency distribution of the dataset (Steedle, 2017). Descriptive statistics allow the researcher to use raw datasets to support their findings in a way that is rigorous, valid, and able to be repeated over time to discern changes in the patterns (Steedle, 2017; Cooksey, 2020). Essentially, the researcher summarises and can make suggestions for the trends seen in the dataset, and put alongside a qualitative portion as this study recommends, the conclusions drawn would be even more robust (Cooksey, 2020). Although typically reserved for inferential statistics, statistical testing could also be conducted using the descriptive dataset as a means to demonstrate statistical significance between categories (Gorard, 2017). For example, some of the data expected to be gathered would be: physically disabled students choosing to pursue higher education, including those in first year or access year programs, non-physically disabled students of the same year, including neurodivergence, students that are not identified as disabled of the same year, and students who chose to follow other education routes or employment, or are not in education, employment, or training. Between each category, there could be statistical testing performed to determine the significance, if any, of the data provided. This would align with proposed testing described by Gorard (2017) and Steedle (Steedle, 2017) to demonstrate the research findings to their fullest extent. 
A key limitation in using statistical analysis in a pragmatic research study, particularly within a social science based area such as education, is the inherent debate around knowledge formation linked to statistics integration. Some theorists argue that by incorporating quantitative statistical testing into a pragmatic study, by design the study can no longer be pragmatic due to the integration of a known truth (Beneito-Montagut, 2017; Gorard, 2017). The other side of the debate could also be argued, that quantitative data, when used correctly, adds to the overall generalisability of the study and should be present in any pragmatic study to be truly pragmatic (Polit and Beck, 2010; Solano-Flores, 2017). This study aims to be pragmatic, and therefore should include quantitative data collection, however it is important to understand how this could change the epistemological viewpoint of some theorists regarding the conclusions drawn, and whether it is accepted as valid. 

Ethics
There are several key areas to discuss when considering the ethical implications of a research study, some of which have already been touched upon in this assignment. However, it is important to note that while this discussion is relevant, it by no means covers every angle that is pertinent to a full scale study. 
The first area to consider is the full informed consent and assent of those involved in the study. While often understood as merely the agreement to take part in the study, consent demands a more full, well-rounded explanation, particularly when dealing with young people or vulnerable groups. Consent, as defined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) is the voluntary understanding agreement to take part without any perceived pressure to do so (Farmer and Macleod, 2011; BERA, 2024). Historically a subject fraught with tension, the idea that disabled people had any capacity, let alone capacity to consent for themselves to take part in activities, was often dismissed (Barnes, 2001). Even as time and societal understanding progressed, consent is often gained over the heads of the disabled participants and instead gathered from caregivers or guardians, even as far as social workers or county representatives, instead of the person themselves (Young and Clerke, 2024; Williams et al., 2026) This issue is still prevalent today, with the idea of capacity often left to subjective assessment devices that many disability advocates feel are incorrect judgements of aptitude (Clough, 2017; Shepherd et al., 2019). Within the research community, it is an understood issue that research is often done unto disabled people, and not alongside or with, or even co created with disabled people. This study aims to alleviate some of this issue by following guidelines set by the Department for Education and National Office for Disability Issues (Farmer and Macleod, 2011), through gaining informed gatekeeper consent, but also gaining informed assent from young people that wish to take part.
The next ethical area to consider, especially regarding disabled students, is the data protection element of secure practice. Data protection must align with GDPR laws, as well as the university’s policy on data storage, including storing information on secure bases and anonymising data as soon as possible after collection (BERA, 2024). An issue specific to this study to consider with data protection is the data pool of participants in a given setting being small, and thus identifying characteristics of participants being particularly easy to figure out even from the final report (Hendry et al., 2022; Kapur and Sabatello, 2023). This is a particularly crucial process to consider in this study due to the intersectionality of the participants being recruited: disabled, young people, and some will be in small settings or deprived areas, creating an easily identifiable participant pool should the data not be anonymised properly, or in fact, leaked. 
Another area to consider, as already briefly touched on in other sections of this assignment, is the positionality of the researcher in this study. The researcher in question being myself, I need to be deftly aware of my position regarding the power imbalance between myself as an adult and professional compared to that of disabled students in a secondary or further education setting. I am also visibly, physically disabled, and so by conducting in person focus groups with students, there is a risk that there is a ‘correct’ answer the students want to give, and that I may be looking for unconsciously due to this disability bias. This has been demonstrated in research, particularly studies related to medicine, whereby the researcher is placed in the unique position of sharing characteristics of a vulnerable demographic (Wilson, Janes and Williams, 2022; Bogart, 2024). There is also the possibility of assumptions being made about shared experience, where follow up questions may not be asked in as much detail for example due to the assumption that the researcher knows the answer based on their own experience, creating distinct blind spots in the research that may not be addressed at the earlier data collection phases (Bogart, 2024). This can be somewhat mitigated through the use of the semi-structured focus groups, as this allows for some predetermined scaffolds to lead the conversation, instead of each focus group having a different basis for discussion (Kallio et al., 2016). Reflexive practices, such as journaling the research process and decision making, can also mitigate some, but not all, of the impact of researcher positionality. 
The position of the researcher is inherently linked to the use of the voice of the young person, which is the last major ethical consideration to discuss. In line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), the young people involved not only deserve to have their voices heard and not filtered through interpretation, but the right is enshrined in research guidance in England (BERA, 2024). This is linked to researcher positionality as both a strength and limitation. The study has been designed to have the voice of the disabled young people as the central pillar guiding discussion, which is supported by similar research around the world (Barnes, 2001; National Disability Authority, 2022). However, the voice of the young people relies on the young people participating in the research, and so an issue that may arise is the influence of parents, caregivers, teaching staff, or wider higher education institutions (Skagestad, Østensjø and Skjær Ulvik, 2023; Ye et al., 2026). Also an under researched area of disability, the role of the parents in young people with capacity as they grow into young adults is an interesting, strenuous relationship, grappling with the child’s need for autonomy and the parental need to protect (Ye et al., 2026). This is especially pertinent to this study, as physical barriers are being discussed and the conversation must be steered toward the young person’s voice and experience, in line with the UNCRC and UNCRPD (UNICEF, 1992; Sixty-first session of the General Assembly, 2006).

Conclusion
This assignment set out to justify that use of a pragmatic approach to a research question set around the experiences of the built environment that disabled young people living in England have had. The proposed data collection would align with both qualitative and quantitative methods through the use of focus groups and the potential for case studies alongside the secondary statistical analysis offered by national statistics databases. Thematic analysis offers strength in its reflexive and in-depth approach to understanding qualitative data collected, allowing the researcher to spend time with the data and fully understand the experiences offered by the young people involved. Statistical testing could allow for the robust comparison of discrete categories of numerical data, and although there is contention whether this belongs beside qualitative data gathering, this study increases in validity due to its use. Finally, ethical implications were discussed, and although there are several more facets that could be considered, the voice of the young people while remaining within safeguarding procedures remains the utmost importance as a researcher of vulnerable groups. 
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